CHAPTER ONE

The Economic Plays

Widowers' Houses  1892

SALAMANDER Shaw was subjected to a crossfire from the
dramatic critics on the one side and the economists and students of
politics on the other. The former found fault with him for bringing
politics and economics into the theatre. The economists and
politicians blamed him for dabbling in their specialities. But
Shaw made, through his plays, a double contribution to public
affairs as well as to the theatre. His contribution to the theatre
was to vitalize it by bringing it into contact with contemporary
life. His contribution to public affairs was to bring to bear on
them human imagination, that of a born dramatist. The service
that Shaw rendered to the theatre was to explode its unreality;
the service he did to public affairs was also to explode their unreality.
Having rejected theatrical melodrama, he also rejected the Marxist
melodrama of the heroic worker and the villainous capitalist.
In Man and Superman, the brigands are socialists. On the other
hand, some of Shaw's capitalists like Undershaft and Tarlcton
are model employers and amiable, generous men, a fact borne
out by everyday experience. Such cool commonscnse and human
imagination are rare in a world of class-hatred and class-war,
but are, on that account, urgently needed as correctives of prejudice
and misunderstanding.
Widowers' Houses is the first of Shaw's plays. The dramatic
essence of the play is the disillusionment of Dr. Trench. Starting
as a negative character, on account of his ignorance of life and
non-practical attitude to it, he ends as a positive character in both
respects. Sartorius, positive in these two respects, is his educator.
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